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DIVISVE RHETORIC IN AMERICAN POLITICAL DISCOURSE 
 
TREVOR A. WINANS 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 Although frequently cited by elected officials and those in the news media, divisive 
rhetoric has yet to find a place in political science literature. This paper fills the necessary gap 
in political communication research by investigating the existence of divisive rhetoric, its 
growth, and its implications. In order to construct a proper definition for divisive rhetoric, I 
look to three other forms of adverse political language: negative campaigning, polarization, 
and incivility. Already existing research on these concepts helped to craft a conceptual 
understanding for divisive rhetoric. Next, I look to investigate whether the use of divisive 
rhetoric has changed over time. To answer this question, I conducted a qualitative content 
analysis of every major party’s presidential nominee acceptance speech from 1960 to 2016. 
By using the established conceptual definitions as a guideline, I classified statements in the 
addresses as being negative, uncivil, polarizing, or divisive. Overall, there were very few 
instances of divisive rhetoric in the speeches analyzed and no conclusions could be made on 
the development of this language overtime. However, there is evidence of an overall increase 
in adverse language holistically among candidates. 
 
 
Key Words: divisive rhetoric, negative campaigning, uncivil language, incivility, political 
polarization, political communication, presidential campaign speeches, content analysis. 
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I. Introduction 		 		 Since childhood, Americans are taught how to properly communicate with one 
another. Whether our parents or the schools we attend provide this education, a general 
guideline in appropriate discourse is heavily instilled into our individual values system. Be 
kind to one another. Do not lie. Show respect for opinions that differ from your own. However, 
depending on one’s chosen career field, many of those ideals are often thrown out the 
window. Somehow those involved in our political system, particularly candidates running for 
office, get a pass. 
 There is much consensus about the fact politics is inherently a ruthless enterprise. 
Much of this ruthlessness is expected – and not necessarily a bad thing. Aggressive 
competition for people who wish to run our government provides many benefits for the 
system. We typically do not want any average Joe making decisions concerning going to war 
or tax policy; running a successful political campaign should not be an easy, painless 
endeavor. In order to prevent this, competitive elections exist. While this competition is 
good and necessary for democracy to properly function, it also makes room for those 
running for public office to say things we would not necessarily want our children to 
emulate. While concerning, this behavior is not new. Candidates running for public office 
have used aggressive, elevated language since the establishment of our Republic (Shea and 
Fiorina 2013). However, little is known about whether the prevalence of such rhetoric has 
been increasing along with polarization and other trends in adverse language, contributing to 
major problems in the political system and divisions in American society.  
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 In this paper, I plan to investigate a concept that has received little attention in 
political science literate: divisive rhetoric. I will define this kind of language and complete a 
content analysis of language used by those running for public office, specifically presidential 
campaigns from 1960 – 2016. My primary research questions are as follows: Are United States 
Presidential candidates using divisive rhetoric more than often than in recent history? And what are the 
variations in adverse language used by candidates running for president? While there is a whole body of 
research that deals with elements of elite polarization, uncivil rhetoric, and negative 
campaigning, I plan to analyze divisive language – something that has not been given enough 
attention in research, let alone have a working definition among scholars. While my primary 
focus of this research is divisive rhetoric, I will also code and analyze variation in all four 
forms of adverse rhetoric.  
Divisive language includes components of uncivil discourse, negative campaigning, 
and political polarization. This kind of rhetoric contains components from all three, but has 
the unique goal of purposefully pitting people against each other. I define divisive rhetoric in 
American electoral campaigns as specific language intended to strategically emphasize 
people’s differences, to alienate those who disagree with the speaker, to instill hostility 
between different groups, and to engage with radical statements far outside the norms of 
political discourse. Ultimately, the goal of this language is to establish an “us” vs. “them” 
worldview. In order for rhetoric to be divisive, it includes elements of uncivil language, 
negativity, and elite polarization. Through conducting a qualitative content analysis of 
campaign rhetoric used by presidential candidates over the past 56 years, I expect to achieve 
a stronger understanding on whether the utilization of divisive rhetoric has increased in 
modern American political discourse.  
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II. Defining Divisive Rhetoric 
 
The concept of divisive rhetoric is not commonly discussed, researched, nor properly 
defined in political science literature. From my knowledge and research, despite this concept 
being a real and separate phenomenon beyond other kinds of political communication 
strategies, there is no direct research in political science on divisive rhetoric.  In order to 
properly answer my research questions, I must first explain what actually constitutes as 
divisive rhetoric. This kind of language has the distinct intention of pitting groups against 
each other. This rhetoric includes wildly inaccurate attacks and aggressively questions the 
morality of other candidates. While there is major gap in literature on divisive rhetoric in 
political science, I can look to other research on similar concepts - concepts under the 
umbrella of adverse language - that can help path the way for a substantive discussion on 
this kind of language. In order to demonstrate this, I will define the following related 
concepts to divisive language: 1.) Negative campaigning, 2.) Incivility, and 3.) Political 
polarization. By providing a solid framework for these concepts, I can differentiate a piece of 
divisive rhetoric from pieces of negativity, incivility, or extreme ideology. The concept of 
divisive rhetoric goes beyond the scopes of the three other kinds of adverse language; in 
order for language to be divisive, it passes the line on what is fair and acceptable in political 
discourse.  
These three concepts are the closest thing in political science research to the focus of 
this paper: divisive rhetoric. By putting conceptual definitions and theoretical examples of 
these concepts alongside divisive rhetoric, it will allow for a proper explanation of what 
	 4 
divisive language is and why it is a new and necessary point of research in the study of 
political communication.  
 
Negative Campaigning 
Occupying a large share in political science research, negative campaigning has been 
effectively defined and examined by several scholars in the field. While there are some that 
argue negative campaigning is essential to democracy (Geer 2006; Mattes, Kyle, and 
Redlawsk 2014), when looked at holistically, it contributes to large-scale societal problems in 
significant ways. These problems include: broad cynicism and dissatisfaction with our 
democratic system (Bartels 2000), demobilization of voters (Ansolabhere and Iyengar 1995), 
and decision making against society’s best interest (Jamieson 1992), to name a few. Negative 
campaigning, while inevitable and sometimes beneficial in a competitive political 
environment, has detrimental consequences when used too frequently and without 
hesitation. There is a large difference between surrounding one’s campaign strategy around 
negativity versus acknowledging specific and direct faults of an opposing candidate. The 
overarching strategy of negative campaigning is the problem at hand. It is important to 
investigate negative campaigning to achieve an understanding of divisive language. While 
similar, negative campaigning is a separate phenomenon.  
A widely accepted definition of negative campaigning is “any criticism leveled by one 
candidate against another during a campaign” (Geer 2006). While I agree with this as a base 
point definition for negative campaigning, other research has shown that the concept goes 
beyond leveling individual criticisms. Geer’s definition of negative campaigning is too 
simplistic and misses the critical component of balance. In order for the language to be 
	 5 
considered negative, there must be a clear emphasis on the other candidate. For example, a 
candidate who levels a simple criticism and then speaks her own policy goals would not be 
classified as a negative campaign tactic. As stated by Hall et al, the current content analysis 
taxonomy of campaigning includes deeming any mention of the opponent as negative. By 
doing this, Hall argues “this broad definition sweeps all discourse but pure advocacy under 
the heading ‘negative’” (Hall et al 2005). Negative campaigning is more than simply 
acknowledging the other candidate. It requires the language or campaign tactic to be utterly 
focused on the opposing candidate. The extensive emphasis on the other candidate is 
necessary when classifying negative campaigning. According to Ansolabhere and Iyengar, the 
difference between positive and negative campaigning lies in whether the focus is “on a 
candidate’s positive aspects or on the opponents liabilities and faults” (Ansolabhere and 
Iyengar 1995). For the purposes of this paper, I will classify negative campaigning as a piece 
of language focused entirely on the opposing candidate. Below is a scenario that 
demonstrates the kind of negative statements a candidate could make.  
 
Candidate A and her strategists are devising a speech concerning military spending at 
a campaign rally. They must decide how to begin the speech in order to set the tone. 
Her campaign manager came up with three options to begin the speech: 
 
1.) “My opponent is wrong to believe cutting military spending is best. I follow the 
school of thought that our military is one of our nation’s important institutions and 
should continue to be rightfully supported financially.” 
	 6 
2.) “My opponent wants to radically decrease funding for our military. These cuts 
would make the jobs harder of those sacrificing their lives for our country every 
day.” 
3.) “My opponent and those in her party purposefully want to weaken our nation 
and make us less safe! They essentially do not care about our brave service members 
or their sacrifice to our great country! 
The differences between the three statements above are fairly clear. In the first 
statement, Candidate A addresses her disagreement with her opponent’s policy on military 
spending. The statement then sets the foundation for Candidate A’s own ideas about armed 
forces funding. While acknowledging the difference in policy positions, Candidate A focuses 
on the merits of her own ideas rather than exclusively putting down her opponent. 
Statement one is fairly positive.  
 Statement two mentions nothing of what Candidate A thinks about military 
spending. Instead, the statement focuses entirely on why her opponent’s policy preference is 
bad for the country. By focusing exclusively on her opponent, Candidate A would be 
utilizing a negative campaigning tactic in this statement. While the statement is negative, it 
does not include elements of divisive language.  
 Lastly, statement three not only focuses exclusively on Candidate A’s opponent, but 
it also makes extreme claims about her opponent’s patriotism and commitment to her 
country. Candidate A claims her opponent does not support service men and women - a 
rhetorical strategy used to alienate her opponent and those from her opponent’s party. 
Candidate A has no basis for these claims and structures them in a way to divide the 
electorate. The third statement is a clear example of divisive language. Although the 
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statement includes major components of negative campaigning, it goes beyond the scope of 
the definition of the concept.  
 
Political Polarization and Polarizing Language 
 Another concept that is necessary to investigate in order to properly define divisive 
rhetoric is political polarization. From pundits to scholars, the topic of political polarization 
is a highly discussed and researched issue in today’s political discourse. Conventional wisdom 
among scholars and most people states that significant polarization exists among elites at 
historic levels. The degree of influence and concentration of polarization is where many 
scholars divert from one another. There is significant research among scholars that suggest 
elites, our politicians and candidates running for office, have the most significant impact on 
our polarized political environment (Druckman, Peterson, & Suthus 2013). Others suggest 
that polarization comes from other sources like the media and the general public.  
 Although scholars differ on the impact of political polarization, there is much 
consensus on its definition. Because there is significant consensus on what it means, that it is 
often not a concept that scholars define before conducting their research. However, Scholars 
Delia Baldassarri and Andrew Gelman provide a simple and effective conceptual definition: 
they say political polarization “induces alignment along multiple lines of potential conflict 
and organizes individuals and groups around exclusive identities, thus crystallizing interests 
into opposite factions” (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008).  In short, polarization occurs when 
political groups move further away from each other in their opinions and ideology. The 
opposite of polarization would be political consensus, where all groups more or less agree on 
policies and ideology. Polarization is typically researched through two separate lenses: mass 
	 8 
and elite polarization. Although there is significant important debate about each, for the 
purposes of this study, it is critical to focus on how elites influence political polarization. In 
particular, polarizing language that is employed by elites.  
Polarizing language, however, slightly differs from political polarization itself. The language I 
am concerned with can be defined as rhetoric that expresses points of views that are far 
from the middle of the ideological spectrum. This kind of language is concerned exclusively 
with the content concerning policy, not tone or style.  Below is a scenario that juxtaposes 
polarizing rhetoric against negative campaigning and divisive language: 
 
The following statements are options for Candidate B’s first sentence in his 
nomination acceptance speech for the Republican National Convention. Beginning 
with his first words, Candidate B wants to set a tone for his campaign in the general 
election: 
 
1.) “As I stand before you all tonight, it impossible not to be in awe in the gravity of 
this moment. This election, this office, this nation – all, in the end, represent 
foundational ideals that transcend time and geographic location. As president, I will 
guarantee that our values and ideas remain strong.” 
2.) “Our nation cannot afford a Democrat to be president. At their convention last 
week, their true colors shined. Their policies, their elitism, and their inability to 
understand the American people – all of this became painfully evident. They are 
simply out of touch.” 
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3.) “America – it is time to move in the right direction. It is time to fully reach the 
economic prosperity we were intended to achieve. It is time to fully eliminate 
taxation. As president, I will eliminate virtually all taxes. Our government was never 
intended to be the beast it has become. We must stick to small government 
principles – not just in words, but also in practice! Once I am elected, the 
government will no longer take from your hard work and earnings.”  
4.) “My opponent would like to see America suffer. His goal, deep down, is to 
guarantee no one in America can get ahead. He is a liar, weak, and could not last a 
day in this job if he tried. My opponent and the Democrats may even be working 
with foreign governments to bring us all down, who knows?” 
 
 The statements represent vastly different tones that Candidate B can choose from 
going forward in the election. The first statement does not include any components of 
adverse language. It speaks positively about America and its institutions. The statement also 
focuses exclusively on the candidate speaking and does not mention his opponent.  
 The second statement offers a good example of negative campaigning. By beginning 
his speech focusing on the Democrats, Candidate B utilizes negative campaigning tactics. 
The statement does not mention his strengths or policy preferences of the candidate 
speaking. By exclusively leveling criticisms at his opponent, Candidate B would be running a 
negative campaign. There are no elements of polarization or divisive language.    
 In statement three, Candidate B offers a positive tone and speaks only on himself. 
Although the statement is not negative, it shows support for a policy that is virtually 
impossible and that exists only on the fringes of far right ideology. By trying to bring this 
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idea to the mainstream, Candidate B is offering a highly polarizing perspective. Although the 
idea of eliminating taxes is radical, the statement itself is not necessarily divisive. It may 
highlight severe disagreements in policy among the American electorate, but it does not take 
the extra step to intentionally amplify divisions in American society.  
 Statement four is a prime example of divisive language. By trying to convince his 
listeners that his opponent genuinely wishes to harm the Untied States, Candidate B is 
diverting from simply being negative or uncivil, he is utilizing a far more dangerous tactic of 
purposefully trying to divide Americans. In addition, the suggestion of treason without 
presenting any evidence contributes to Candidate B’s strategy of division.  
 
 
Incivility 
 Another form of political communication that is key to understanding the concept of 
divisive rhetoric is incivility. Uncivil language, like negative campaigning, has secured a clear 
place in political science literature. Politics, particularly in the era of television, often violates 
social norms of polite conversation. Although over 95 percent of Americans believe civility 
in discourse is important, incivility remains a major part of American political culture.  Many 
scholars have argued incivility is a real and present threat in American political discourse 
(Carter 1998). There is significant research that argues uncivil language decreases American’s 
trust in government and faith in American institutions (Mutz and Reeves 2005; Mutz 2005, 
2007, 2015). On the other hand, some scholars argue that there is very little evidence that 
incivility has the drastic impact on our political system that is often claimed (Geer and 
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Brooks 2007). While the actual impact of incivility may be contested, it is a critical point of 
research in political communication research.  
 Diane Mutz, a leading scholar on uncivil language in political science, has written 
extensively on the concept and the questions that surround it. Mutz defines uncivil discourse 
as “communication that violates the norms of politeness for a given culture” (Mutz 2015). 
According to Mutz, incivility in American discourse is focused on the style of what was said, 
not substance. Mutz successfully differentiates incivility from negativity and polarization: 
“[incivility] has been applied to the substance of discourse purely because it is partisan, 
inaccurate, negative, or polarized… I do not consider these characteristics either necessary 
or sufficient. Thus uncivil discourse should not be confused with polarized issue positions or 
with negative political appeals” (Mutz 2015). While there is some overlap in what is negative, 
uncivil, and polarizing, they each exist on their own. An uncivil statement made by a political 
candidate does not need to be negative, polarizing, or divisive. In line with the definition that 
Mutz presents, I define uncivil rhetoric as language used that does not follow social 
conversation norms concerning respect and politeness.  In order to further differentiate 
incivility from polarizing, negative, and divisive rhetoric, I crafted a theoretical scenario 
below.  
A few weeks before Election Day, Candidate C and D have one final debate to make 
an impression on voters. Below are some the statements said by the candidates: 
 
1.) Candidate C: “My opponent supports weakening gun control legislation and has 
a perfect rating from the NRA. These kinds of policies would take us backwards 
in society. If elected, I would fiercely fight to increase background checks and 
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prevent bad people from getting access to firearms. We experience far too much 
gun violence in our society and it must be stopped.”  
2.) Candidate C: “Every woman has the right to do what she thinks is best for her 
body. Whether those decisions are made in the bedroom or in her third 
trimester, there should not be limits on a woman’s freedom to have total control 
over her health.”  
3.) Candidate D: “As he has shown today, my opponent is out of touch with the 
American people. He supports massive tax hikes that would destroy small 
business owners and corporate America, alike. This is absolutely unacceptable.”  
4.) Candidate D: “It is difficult for them to attack me on looks. I am extremely 
attractive. I am told that all the time.”   
5.) Candidate D: “Look, Putin is a really strong leader. He is doing a great job and 
we could learn a lot from him.”  
6.) Candidate C: “Republicans like my opponent are destroying our America. They 
are racists, fascists, and thieves. They would rather line their pockets than see 
America prosper. They don’t care about anyone but themselves. We must 
prevent them from winning at all costs!”  
The first statement does not include any of the characteristics of a negative, 
polarizing, uncivil, or divisive statement. Candidate C acknowledges his opponent’s stance 
on gun control and proceeds to explain his own policy preferences.  
In statement two, Candidate C speaks on the controversial issue of abortion. 
Candidate C not only talks about an issue that people often have strong feelings about, he 
demonstrated support for a position that most Americans believe to be radical and far from 
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the consensus. Suggesting that women can make decisions regarding abortion at any point in 
their pregnancy, even in the final moments, is a highly polarizing statement. While 
polarizing, the statement does not attack her opponent in any manner, contain uncivil 
language, or present itself as divisive. 
The third statement, said by Candidate D, exclusively addresses faults in his 
opponent. The statement can be clearly classified as negative. Although Candidate D attacks 
his opponent, he does not utilize uncivil, polarizing, or divisive language.  
Candidate D describes his own good looks in statement four. Declaring oneself 
attractive in casual, polite conversation certainly breaks social norms. This statement by 
candidate D is a straightforward example of uncivil rhetoric. The statement, while uncivil, 
does not include any language that would deem it negative, polarizing, or divisive.  
In statement five, Candidate D is not discussing his opponent, nor expressing a 
polarizing policy position, nor is he speaking out of the scope of polite conversation. This 
statement would constitute as entirely divisive. By complementing the president of country 
in which the United States had decades of hostility and a complicated relationship, Candidate 
D’s words are dangerous and encourage unnecessary division among voters.  
The final statement, said by Candidate C, is both divisive and negative – the most 
common kind of divisive language. The candidate is painting the picture that his opponent 
does not want to see America succeed. The candidate accuses his opponent and opposing 
party to be a number of loaded terms with the intention to deceive and divide his audience.    
While negative campaigning can be characterized as a specific tactic for candidates 
running for office, uncivil rhetoric is concerned more with the tone in political discourse.. 
Although close in taxonomy, there are major differences between uncivil and divisive 
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language that require them to be separate concepts. When politicians act uncivilly, their 
behavior and language is concerned with almost exclusively specific personal attacks on their 
opponent.  
 
Divisive Rhetoric  
 Based on the investigation of negative campaigning, political polarization, and 
incivility, we can further develop a definition for the concept of divisive rhetoric. From the 
framework established in the previous paragraphs, divisive rhetoric can be partly defined as 
what it is not. Divisive language is not simply speaking on the faults of a candidate or 
speaking poorly about them. It is not rhetoric that is simply impolite in average conversation. 
It is also not just extreme policy positions. Divisive rhetoric is used to maliciously deceive, 
divide, and often confuse American voters. It is the most extreme kind of adverse language. 
Ultimately, Divisive language purposefully exacerbates the items that separate Americans to 
the worst possible degree. While some components of the three concepts discussed above 
are found in divisive language, it is in fact a distinct concept.  
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III. Methodology 
Now that I have established a conceptual understanding for divisive rhetoric, I can 
efficiently search for this kind of language in America’s political discourse and make 
observations. My primary research question for this paper is the following: are candidates 
running for public office using divisive rhetoric more often than in recent history?  In order to answer this 
question, I will complete a content analysis of presidential campaign rhetoric. By examining 
rhetoric through a qualitative approach, I expect to uncover the nuances behind this kind of 
language and the subtle differences in word choice that can utterly change the meaning of 
statements. My goal of the content analysis is to determine whether speeches made by 
presidents have increased the usage of the four kinds of language defined earlier in this 
paper: negative campaigning, incivility, polarizing language, and, most importantly, divisive 
rhetoric. In addition to the content analysis, I also utilized outside participants to validate 
and test my coding. These participants allowed me to provide evidence toward the legitimacy 
of my analysis.  
 
Coding Validation 
In order to add legitimacy to my analysis, I thought it would be pertinent to allow 
others to also categorize the language the same way I do. If most people consider language 
that I deem to be divisive as simply uncivil, even with my definitions and criteria, my analysis 
of whether or not it has increased over time may not be completely valid. The validation 
should shed light on the how replicable the coding is among the average American when 
observing language used by politicians. Although not scientific, the idea behind this test is 
very much a “call it how you see it” kind of approach. I expect that most respondents will be 
	 16 
able to differentiate between the different kinds of language and identify their components 
in the statements provided to them.  
The test was created through the website Survey Monkey. Due to limited time, I 
asked a small group of college educated individuals to participate. Although the sample is 
neither representative of the American population nor large enough to provide substantial 
evidence toward the replicability argument, it does shed some light on non-political scientist 
and communication experts interpret rhetoric used by presidents. The external validity test 
included 15 statements for respondents to code. Before coding, respondents were presented 
with a short list of instructions on how to differentiate between the different kinds of 
language. Through using a checkbox format, respondents were able to select more than one 
answer for each statement. Although some statements constitute as exclusively one kind of 
language, some could be classified as all four. After the respondents completed the test, I 
compared how they classified each statement. Although there is some complexity in 
differentiating between the concepts, I expect most respondents to come to similar 
conclusions that I have.  
 
Qualitative Content Analysis 
Through the specific criteria that I established earlier, I completed a content analysis 
of speeches used in presidential campaigns from 1960 to 2016. I analyzed one speech per 
candidate from each of the major parties per election year. To retain consistency, I 
exclusively analyzed acceptance speeches for the nomination at the Republican and 
Democratic national convention. By observing a speech that every candidate for president 
has given, a change in style, tone, and language used will be more easily identifiable.  I 
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thought it would be most beneficial to look at presidential rhetoric opposed to other elected 
offices due to the national scope. When candidates running to become the president of the 
United States speaks, the world listens. As major contributors to the national mood, 
presidential candidates have the power to amplify adverse tones and language. I will look to 
define certain statements and sections of each speech as either 1.) Negative, 2.) Uncivil, 3.) 
Polarizing, 4.) Divisive. It is important also note the possibility that some speeches may 
include none of the four kinds of language discussed in this paper.  
In my analysis, I carefully examined each of the 30 presidential nomination speeches 
that occurred from 1960 to 2016. In my examination, I looked for moments where I could 
find examples of one of the four kinds of rhetoric I previously described. By using my 
conceptual definitions and understanding as a guide, I observed how many instances of this 
language exist and its contribution to the overall tone and style of the speech. In the analysis 
section, I conduct a deep dive into each speech and explain the most notable statements that 
help determine whether the speech was holistically negative, uncivil, polarizing, divisive, or 
none of the four. In the results section, I analyze the exact number of instances each kind of 
language appears in each speech and compare these numbers over time. Through specifically 
counting how many times this kind of language appears, it could uncover whether it is 
changing over time.    
Although effective for this paper, I do recognize that there are some limitations with 
this methodology. While it is important to remain consistent in the kind of speeches chosen, 
the national convention discourse may encourage language that does not necessarily 
characterize the tone of each candidate’s campaign. Often considered one of the most 
important speeches in the campaign, the convention speech is a candidate’s first step into 
	 18 
the general election. The language used in each speech may inherently concern themselves 
and their vision for America more than a rally speech or comments given at a debate. It may 
not be the best example of rhetoric to show how the language has changed over time due to 
these reasons. Despite these possible pitfalls, I believe selecting the convention acceptance 
speeches was best to demonstrate that even at a moment that is expected to be the most 
civil, self-focused, and positive, there may be room for adverse language.  
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IV. Coding Validation Results 
 The coding validation offered mixed results from respondents. As expected, the 
coding of respondents did not match my coding in every instance. As I described in the 
methodology section, some of the kinds of language that the respondents are asked to 
identify are similar and could be easily confused. However, with the quick definitions 
provided for each classification of language, a majority of respondents validated my coding. 
Regardless of some differences, the results from the coding validation were quite strong.  
On average, respondents agreed with my coding 89 percent of the time. Although 
not perfect, the results show a vast majority of respondents agreed with the way I coded the 
language. The result that validated my coding the least still agreed with a majority of it at 73 
percent. Out of the 14 individuals that participated in the validation test, two received a 100 
percent – coding the statements exactly as I coded them. Five more respondents received a 
93 percent – coding 14 out of the 15 statements correctly. Four respondents coded 13 out of 
the 15 statements correctly, receiving an 86 percent. Two individuals received an 80 percent 
– coding 12 out of the 15 statements as I did. Lastly, one individual coded 11 out of the 15 
statements correctly, receiving a 73 percent.  
 The statements that participants had the most difficult time coding were examples of 
divisive rhetoric. Specifically, 11 individuals coded the following statement incorrectly: “But 
to this Administration, their amazing daughter was just one more American life that wasn't 
worth protecting. No more. One more child to sacrifice on the order and on the altar of 
open borders.” Although most respondents were correct in coding this statement as 
negative, 11 individuals did not code this as divisive as well. I labeled this a divisive and 
negative due to the statement assessing how much their opponent values the life of children. 
	 20 
In essence, the speaker claims that immigration policy is more important to his opponents 
than the lives of young people. Due to the fact this statement is quite civil in style, it made 
coding this statement more difficult.  
On the most part, the respondents agreed with the way I coded the language and 
were able to recognize the differences between divisive, uncivil, polarizing, and negative 
language. This outside validation provides more legitimacy for my qualitative analysis. 
Although the conceptual definitions proved to be difficult to craft at first, this adverse 
language is not difficult to identify and differentiate between.  
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V. Speech Analysis 
 As stated in section IV, I examined 30 speeches given by presidential candidates – 
one for each major party president beginning with the 1960 election and ending in the most 
recent presidential election, 2016. The speeches include each candidate’s acceptance address 
at their respective party’s national convention. Through my examination, I have observed 
several instances where candidates engage in adverse language defined earlier in this paper. I 
will organize my analysis of each speech in chronological order starting with John F. 
Kennedy’s address in 1960 and concluding with Donald J. Trump’s address in 2016. 
 
Election of 1960: John F. Kennedy 
 In Los Angeles on July 15th, 1960, then Senator of Massachusetts John F. Kennedy 
addressed the Democratic National Convention to accept the party’s nomination for the 
presidency. Although eventually elected into office, the 1960 election was extremely close 
with Kennedy winning the popular vote by approximately 100,000 votes. The speech is on 
the shorter end of national convention addresses, spanning about 20 minutes long. The 
speech centers on the idea of “The New Frontier” – a major theme that existed through 
much of Kennedy’s campaign. 
  Kennedy focuses on his own beliefs, merits, and policy positions throughout a 
majority of the speech. The address alludes several times to the idea of looking toward the 
future instead of the past: 
Today our concern must be with that future. For the world is changing. The old era 
is ending. The old ways will not do. 
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In addition, Kennedy himself recognizes the positive and advocacy focused tone he is trying 
to maintain throughout his speech and candidacy. He states in several instances that negative 
rhetoric is not the solution to the nation’s problems: 
There may be those who wish to hear more ­­ more promises to this group or that­­ 
more harsh rhetoric about the men in the Kremlin ­­ more assurances of a golden 
future, where taxes are always low and subsidies ever high. But my promises are in 
the platform you have adopted ­­ our ends will not be won by rhetoric and we can 
have faith in the future only if we have faith in ourselves. 
 
But I think the American people expect more from us than cries of indignation and 
attack. The times are too grave, the challenge too urgent, and the stakes too high ­­ 
to permit the customary passions of political debate. We are not here to curse the 
darkness, but to light the candle that can guide us through that darkness to a safe and 
sane future. 
  
Based on my conceptual definitions, the address included 7 instances of negative 
language and a single instance of divisive rhetoric. In one of the negative statements, 
Kennedy says: 
The Republican nominee­to­be, of course, is also a young man. But his approach is 
as old as McKinley. His party is the party of the past. His speeches are generalities 
from Poor Richard's Almanac. Their platform, made up of left­over Democratic 
planks, has the courage of our old convictions. Their pledge is a pledge to the status 
quo ­­ and today there can be no status quo. 
 
The statement that includes divisive language is a good example of how this kind of language 
can occasionally appear without being so obvious. Kennedy States that Nixon’s political 
career has “seemed to show charity toward none and malice for all.” Here, Kennedy’s use of 
the word “malice” paints Nixon’s career as one of only hatred and poor intentions. This 
characterization is inaccurate and attempts to persuade Americans that Nixon actively works 
to hurt them. Although there are instances where Kennedy speaks negatively on his 
opponent, the overall tone of the speech does not reflect this. These instances of adverse 
language constitute a very small portion of the address. Overall, Kennedy lives up to his 
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reputation as a politician with lofty, positive, and hopeful rhetoric through his remarks at the 
Democratic National Convention.  
 
Election of 1960: Richard M. Nixon 
 At the Republican National Convention in Chicago, then Vice President of The 
United States Richard M. Nixon delivered his acceptance address for the Republican 
Presidential nomination on July 28th 1960. As the Republican National Convention occurred 
after the Democratic convention, Nixon had the ability to strategically craft it in response to 
Kennedy’s address.  
 Nixon’s address primarily focuses on the policies he believes to be most pertinent in 
America, characteristics that presidents ought to have, and the Soviet Union. Overall, the 
speech is quite positive in tone and content. He emphasizes the exact opposite idea of 
divisive rhetoric. Throughout the speech, Nixon made clear that while he disagree with his 
opponent’s policies, he does not question his loyalty to his country. In regards to laying out 
his goals for the presidency, Nixon adds:  
Now I’m sure that many of you in this fall and many of you on television might well 
ask, “But, Mr. Nixon, don’t our opponents favor just such goals as these? “ And my 
answer is; “yes, of course.“ All Americans, regardless of party, want a better life for 
our people.  
 
In addition, Nixon even compliments Kennedy in the address. He contrasts the positive 
qualities that come with youth alongside the even more advantageous qualities that come 
with age. The tactic does not qualify for any of the categories of adverse language, however 
is interesting to note due to its rare positivity: 
Now, Mr. Kennedy has suggested that what the world needs is young leadership; 
and, understandably, this has great appeal because it is true that youth does bring 
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boldness and imagination and drive to leadership, and we need all those things. But I 
think most people will agree with me tonight when I say that President de Gaulle, 
Prime Minister Macmillan and Chancellor Adenauer are not young men-but we are 
indeed fortunate that we have their wisdom and their experience and their courage 
on our side in the struggle for freedom today in the world.  
 
Following this statement, Nixon does acknowledge that youth could bring characteristics 
such as rashness and impulsion to the presidency.  
 Equal to Kennedy, there are 7 instances of negative language in Nixon’s address. The 
moments of negativity were few and short. One moment where Nixon uses negative 
language occurs when he speaks about the Democratic party in general: “… with their 
convention, their platform and their ticket, they composed a symphony of political cynicism 
which is out of harmony with our times today.” Overall, the majority of Nixon’s speech was 
surrounded by principles of positivity and practicality in politics. 
 
Election of 1964: Lyndon B. Johnson 
 On August 27th 1964 in New Jersey, President Johnson addressed the nation to 
accept the Democratic Party’s nomination for the presidency. Due to Kennedy’s 
assassination the year prior, Johnson was president at the time. Johnson’s address focused 
exclusively on positive messages. He does not once mention his opponent, Barry Goldwater, 
nor does he mention the Republican Party. Johnson’s address argues for his candidacy on 
the merits of his policies and goals he has for the country.  
 Throughout the speech, Johnson references Kennedy and the continuation of his 
legacy. As Kennedy was assassinated within the preceding year, Johnson uses this 
unfortunate assassination to unite Americans behind common principles. Although Johnson 
only speaks positively about America and what he offers the nation, he does acknowledge 
	 25 
the things Democrats are not:  “Tonight we of the Democratic Party confidently go before 
the people offering answers, not retreat; offering unity, not division; offering hope, not fear 
or smear.” In all, there were zero instances of negativity, uncivil language, polarizing 
language, and divisive rhetoric.  
 
Election of 1964: Barry Goldwater 
 Senator Barry Goldwater accepted the republican nomination for president on July 
16th 1964 in San Francisco. Although he eventually received the nomination, many 
Republicans often viewed Goldwater as too far right. By November, Goldwater lost the 
election by a landslide. Despite the loss, many consider him to have paved the way for the 
Reagan presidency and a more conservative Republican Party.   
The main theme in Goldwater’s address concerned returning to the greatness of the 
past in America. After thanking specific people and verbally accepting the nomination, 
Goldwater begins the bulk of his speech by suggesting America must look to the past:  
Now, my fellow Americans, the tide has been running against freedom. Our people 
have followed false profits. We must and we shall return to proven ways ­­ not 
because they are old, but because they are true.  
 
 In contrast to Nixon, Kennedy, and Johnson, he mainly utilized language 
surrounding fear and negativity. In significant portions of the speech, Goldwater focuses on 
forces that are trying to take liberties away from Americans. He frequently addresses the 
many tyrannical forces that must be stopped. Goldwater also goes into depth on the many 
things that are wrong with government and the world at the time. He puts fear on the minds 
of the American voter: 
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Tonight there is violence in our streets, corruption in our highest offices, aimlessness 
among our youth, anxiety among our elders, and there is a virtual despair among the 
many who look beyond material success for the inner meaning of their lives, and 
where examples of morality should be set, the opposite is seen. 
 
Goldwater incorporated several instances of adverse language. The address included 
11 examples of negative campaigning and 1 instance of divisive rhetoric.  As the challenger 
of an incumbent president, Goldwater crafted his speech to portray the status quo of 
America to be failing. By the fourth paragraph, he extensively speaks on the “failures” of the 
Kennedy/ Johnson administration. Goldwater blames the administration for America’s 
issues: “Because of this administration, we are a world divided – we are a nation becalmed.” 
His utilization of divisive rhetoric occurs when he blames the Democratic Party for 
communism: “I needn't remind you, but I will; it has been during Democratic years, that a 
billion persons were cast into Communist captivity and their fate cynically sealed.” By 
suggesting that Democrats are responsible for the spread of communism, Goldwater is 
misleading Americans and encouraging further division in society.  
When Goldwater did speak positively, he mainly focused on the merits of beings a 
Republican. Instead of primarily arguing for American ideals as the previous three presidents 
have in their addresses, Goldwater argues fervently on Republican ideals and why they are 
superior. In all, Goldwater gave an address that attacked his opponents viciously and 
attempted to instill fear onto the listener. 
 
Election of 1968: Hubert Humphrey 
In Chicago on August 29th 1968, Hubert Humphrey delivered his address to the 
Democratic National Convention to accept the nomination for president. Then Vice 
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President, Humphrey’s speech described the end of an era and “a new day for America.” 
While he acknowledges the accomplishments of Kennedy and Johnson, he also lays out a 
plan for moving forward.  
Humphrey’s address, like Johnsons, included zero instances of negative campaigning, 
uncivil language, polarizing language, and divisive rhetoric. He focuses exclusively on the 
merits of his candidacy and the Democratic Party. He does not mention Republicans or 
Nixon once during his speech.  
 
Election of 1968: Richard M. Nixon 
On August 8th 1968 in Miami, Nixon accepted the Republican nomination for the 
second time. After serving as Vice President under Dwight D. Eisenhower, Nixon 
unsuccessfully ran against Kennedy in 1960. In both Nixon’s 1960 and 1968 address, he 
references the American Revolution and advocates for the lessons it can teach: 
My friends, we live in an age of revolution in America and in the world. And to find 
the answers to our problems, let us turn to a revolution, a revolution that will never 
grow old. The world's greatest continuing revolution, the American Revolution.  
 
Diverting from the typical style of political speeches of the time, Nixon utilizes a format 
where most paragraphs consist of only one to two sentences. Through this technique, he 
effectively adds emphasis and grandeur to the speech.  
 The majority of the speech concerns America’s greatness. Overall, the address is 
fairly positive with a few moments where Nixon appeals to fear. He uses negative 
campaigning once throughout the address. He states that during the Johnson administration 
“never has so much military and economic and diplomatic power been used so 
ineffectively.” Nixon does not utilize any other form of adverse language.  
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Election of 1972: George McGovern 
 On July 14th 1972 in Miami, then Senator George McGovern accepted the 
nomination for president at the Democratic National Convention. As the challenger to 
incumbent President Nixon, McGovern delivered a speech about changing the status quo of 
government and entering a “new era.” McGovern’s main point throughout the speech was 
that his presidency would be one of transparency and open doors: “And I make these 
pledges above all others: the doors of government will be opened, and that war will be 
closed” and “I have no secret plan for peace. I have a public plan.”  
 Similarly to the preceding speeches, this address includes only a few instances of 
adverse language, and all are examples of negative campaigning. McGovern utilized negative 
campaigning a total of 2 times in the speech. McGovern’s primary critique of Nixon 
concerned his lack of transparency:  
The administration tells us that we should not discuss tax reform and the election 
year. They would prefer to keep all discussion of the tax laws in closed rooms where 
the administration, its powerful friends, and their paid lobbyists, can turn every effort 
at reform into a new loophole for the rich and powerful.  
 
Holistically, McGovern’s address is positive, hopeful, and does not include many examples 
of the language that this paper is concerned with.  
 
Election of 1972: Richard Nixon 
 Richard Nixon delivered his third speech to accept the Republican nomination for 
president on August 23rd 1972 in Miami. The remarks made in 1972 were different from his 
previous remarks due to the fact Nixon was finishing his first term as president. The speech 
boasts his many accomplishments as commander in chief and it goes in depth on a few 
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specific policy sectors. The address primarily touches on two areas: Nixon’s plan for further 
tax reductions and economic improvements and his policies regarding foreign affairs. He 
contrasts himself in these areas against his opponent to make it abundantly clear to the 
American voter where he stands. 
Although Nixon compares himself to his opponent throughout the speech, he 
incorporates few examples of adverse language. Based on the conceptual definitions 
established earlier in this paper, Nixon utilizes negative campaigning 5 times. He does not 
include any statements that are divisive, polarizing, or uncivil.  
  
Election of 1976: Jimmy Carter 
 On July 15th 1976, Jimmy Carter accepted the Democratic nomination for president 
in New York City. In his remarks, Carter asks for the American people to look to our 
morality and character as a country. He argues that in order to recover from the past 
administration that was infiltrated by scandal and a tragic war, new voices, ideas, and leaders 
are necessary. Carter’s address reads as the most progressive convention acceptance speech 
out of those previously discussed. He argues against the wealthy and in favor for the 
common man: 
Too many have had to suffer at the hands of a political economic elite who have 
shaped decisions and never had to account for mistakes or to suffer from injustice. 
When unemployment prevails, they never stand in line looking for a job. When 
deprivation results from a confused and bewildering welfare system, they never do 
without food or clothing or a place to sleep. When the public schools are inferior or 
torn by strife, their children go to exclusive private schools. And when the 
bureaucracy is bloated and confused, the powerful always manage to discover and 
occupy niches of special influence and privilege. 
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Carter also speaks on the merits of the Democratic Party, particularly democrat’s character 
and values. He references “great leaders” of the party like Kennedy, Roosevelt, Johnson, and 
Truman.  
 Carter does not utilize much adverse language throughout the text. There is only one 
moment where he includes a negative statement about Republicans. His address focuses 
almost exclusively on his merits and what direction he believes America should go.   
 
Election of 1976: Gerald Ford 
 Gerald Ford accepted the nomination for president at the Republican National 
Convention on August 19th 1976 in Kansas City. After President Nixon resigned over the 
Watergate scandal, Ford was inaugurated as the 38th President of the United States. In this 
address, Ford mainly focuses on his accomplishments during his two years as president and 
his vision for America.  He speaks extensively on how America has recovered from the 
scandal that put him into office and is doing better than ever.  
 Ford also accuses the Democratic controlled congress to be the largest problem in 
the country. He states he has vetoed many pieces of legislation due to the current congress 
being out of touch:  
For 2 years I have stood for all the people against a vote-hungry, free- spending 
congressional majority on Capitol Hill. Fifty-ve times I vetoed extravagant and 
unwise legislation; 45 times I made those vetoes stick. Those vetoes have saved 
American taxpayers billions and billions of dollars. I am against the big tax spender 
and for the little taxpayer.  
 
This is an example of a moment where Ford utilizes negative campaigning in his speech. 
Although his address was overall lacking of adverse language, he does utilize negative 
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campaigning a total of 3 times. Ford’s speech is consistent in style with most speeches given 
by presidential candidates discussed so far in this paper.  
 
Election of 1980: Jimmy Carter 
 After four years in office as Commander in Chief, Jimmy Carter delivered his second 
address to accept the Democratic nomination for president on August 14th 1980 in New 
York City. Unlike his first address and the addresses given by preceding presidents, a 
majority of Carter’s speech focuses on negative qualities of the Republican Party and his 
opponent, Ronald Reagan. Although he does not address Reagan by name, he refers to him 
as his “opponent” several times throughout the speech. When Carter is not criticizing 
Republicans, he does speak to the merits of his first term and what he accomplished as 
president.  
 Carter engaged in negative language a total of 24 times throughout his address. 
Comparing Democrats to Republicans was a central component to his speech. He called out 
Republicans on a number of issues such as human rights, foreign policy, tax reform, and 
healthcare, to name a few. In the address, Carter argues that Republicans are out of touch: 
In their fantasy America, inner-city people and farm workers and laborers do not 
exist. Women, like children, are to be seen but not heard. The problems of 
workingwomen are simply ignored. The elderly do not need Medicare…In their 
fantasy America, all problems have simple solutions—simple and wrong.  
 
The Republicans have always been the party of privilege, but this year their leaders 
have gone even further. In their platform, they have repudiated the best traditions of 
their own party. Where is the conscience of Lincoln in the party of Lincoln?  
 
The new Republican leaders are hoping that our Nation will succumb to that 
temptation this year, but they profoundly misunderstand and underestimate the 
character of the American people.  
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Carter does not make any statements that can be classified as uncivil, polarizing, or 
divisive. He makes it clear that divisive language is wrong. After describing the possibility of 
a grim future for America, he states that “no one, Democrat or Republican either, 
consciously seeks such a future, and I do not claim that my opponent does.” Although 
Carter remains exclusively in the realm of negative campaigning, he includes a significant 
amount of it and allows that kind of language to define his address.  
 
Election of 1980: Ronald Reagan 
 On July 17th 1980, Ronald Reagan accepted the presidential nomination at the 
Republican National Convention in Detroit. Reagan ended up winning the election, creating 
a new conservative movement in The United States. He fundamentally changed the 
Republican Party, later dubbed the party of Reagan. Similar to Carter’s speech, Reagan 
delivered an address that had significant focus on his opponent. As the challenger, Reagan 
severely critiqued Carter’s administration and its performance over the preceding four years. 
Reagan spoke significantly on decreasing the size of government, enacting new tax cuts, and 
uniting the nation: 
Beyond these essentials, I believe it is clear our federal government is overgrown and 
overweight. Indeed, it is time for our government to go on a diet.  
 
We are going to put an end to the notion that the American taxpayer exists to fund 
the federal government. The federal government exists to serve the American 
people. On January 20th, we are going to re-establish that truth.  
 
More than anything else, I want my candidacy to unify our country; to renew the 
American spirit and sense of purpose. I want to carry our message to every 
American, regardless of party affiliation, who is a member of this community of 
shared values.  
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Although Reagan advocated for unification of all Americans, he criticized Carter and the 
Democratic Party several times throughout the speech. In all, Reagan utilized a total of 17 
instances of negative campaigning, only a few less than Carter. He argued that the Carter 
presidency accomplished very little and proved to be detrimental to American progress: 
Can anyone look at the record of this administration and say, "Well done?" Can 
anyone compare the state of our economy when the Carter Administration took 
office with where we are today and say, "Keep up the good work?" Can anyone look 
at our reduced standing in the world today and say, "Let's have four more years of 
this?"  
 
 Reagan did not engage in polarizing, divisive, or uncivil language. Although Reagan attacked 
Carter throughout the address, he still remained to deliver his address in a hopeful, positive 
tone.  
 
Election of 1984: Walter F. Mondale 
Walter Mondale addressed the American people on July 19th 1984 to accept the 
Democratic nomination for president in San Francisco. Previously Vice President under 
Jimmy Carter, Mondale was tasked to defeat the popular sitting president, Ronald Reagan. At 
the beginning of his address, he acknowledges the faults of Carter campaign and the 
Democratic Party. He attempts to persuade Americans that he and the party have changed: 
So tonight, I want to say something to those of you across our country who voted 
for Mr. Reagan - Republicans, Independents, and yes, some Democrats: I heard you. 
And our party heard you.  
 
 
After we lost we didn't tell the American people that they were wrong. Instead, we 
began asking you what our mistakes had been. And for four years, I listened to all of 
the people of our country. I traveled everywhere… You confirmed my belief in our 
country's values. And you helped me learn and grow.  
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In the address, Mondale then proceeds to establish out his vision for America and where 
Reagan went wrong.  
 Similar to the previous addresses analyzed, the only form of adverse language that 
Mondale utilized in his address was negative campaigning. There are 17 instances where 
Mondale attacks Reagan and the Republican Party in his speech. In one attack, he accuses 
Reagan of damaging the economy and hurting the middle class: 
Then they crimped our future. They let us be routed in international competition, 
and now the help-wanted ads are full of listings for executives, and for dishwashers - 
but not much in between.  
 
When he raises taxes, it won't be done fairly. He will sock it to average-income 
families again, and leave his rich friends alone. And I won't stand for it. And neither 
will you and neither will the American people.  
 
Overall, Mondale crafted a speech to defeat a popular president. By November, Reagan won 
every state’s Electoral College votes except Mondale’s home state of Minnesota.  
 
Election of 1984: Ronald Reagan 
 In his second time accepting the Republican nomination for president, then 
President Ronald Reagan addressed the American people on August 23rd 1984 in Dallas, 
Texas. After substantially winning the 1980 election against Jimmy Carter, his opponent this 
time around was Carter’s running mate Walter Mondale. Reagan’s remarks primarily attacked 
Mondale and the Democratic Party. The majority of the speech consisted of Reagan 
outlining the faults of Democratic policies and arguments. In the last portion of the speech, 
he focuses on the Olympic games and running of the torch as a metaphor for America and 
the Reagan administration.  
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 Reagan utilized negative campaigning a total of 32 times in his address. His attacks 
on Mondale and the Democratic Party defined most of the address. Reagan critiqued their 
policies and ideology several times in the speech, often including humor: 
They will place higher and higher taxes on small businesses, on family farms, and on 
other working families so that government may once again grow at the people's 
expense. You know, we could say they spend money like drunken sailors, but that 
would be unfair to drunken sailors… because the sailors are spending their own 
money.  
  
In all, Reagan’s speech was a critique of his opponent’s ideas more than it was a celebration 
of his own. In contrast to previous speeches, this address contained the most adverse 
language. 
 
Election of 1988: Michael Dukakis  
 On July 21st 1988, Michael Dukakis delivered his acceptance speech at the 
Democratic National Convention for president. Dukakis’ speech in Atlanta focused on 
bringing “an end to the Regan era.” The speech was primarily positive and referenced 
popular democratic presidents in the past like John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. Dukakis 
states that America must meet the challenges of the “next American frontier.” He presents 
his goals for the country and his plans for success. He also utilizes several anecdotal 
examples of average Americans making a beneficial impact on their country. Much of his 
speech emphasized the greatness and resilience of America.  
 Although Dukakis mainly utilized positive language in the address, he did attack 
Reagan and Republicans a few times. Through my analysis, there are 4 instances where 
negative language appears in the address. Dukakis’ attacks were subtle and not easily 
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identifiable at first glance. Without saying his name, Dukakis directly attacked his opponent, 
George H.W. Bush, by stating: 
We're going to have a Vice President who won't sit silently by when somebody at the 
National Security council comes up with the cockamamie idea that we should trade 
arms to the Ayatollah for hostages. 
 
Overall, Dukakis does not include much adverse language in his speech and primarily 
focuses on the merits of himself and his party. 
 
Election of 1988: George H.W. Bush 
  On August 18th 1984, then Vice President George H.W. Bush delivered his address 
to accept the Republican presidential nomination in New Orleans, Louisiana. His speech 
included a couple major themes. First, he argued on the successes of the past 8 years under 
Ronald Reagan. Bush also described the idea of getting things done through the perspective 
of “missions:” 
I am a man who sees life in terms of missions—missions defined and missions 
completed… But I am here tonight, and I am your candidate, because the most 
important work of my life is to complete the mission we started in 1980. And how 
do we complete it? We build on it.  
 
Through methods of self-deprecation, Bush appealed to his relatability to the American 
people. He acknowledged that he wasn’t perfect by any means, but he believed he was the 
man for the job:  
I may not be the most eloquent, but I learned early on that eloquence won't draw oil 
from the ground. And I may sometimes be a little awkward, but there's nothing self-
conscious in my love of country. And I am a quiet man, but I hear the quiet people 
others don't. The ones who raise the family, pay the taxes, meet the mortgage. And I 
hear them, and I am moved and their concerns are mine.  
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Although he spent significant time speaking on his strong points and the excellence 
of the Reagan administration, he also conducted a fair share of critiques on his opponent. In 
the address, Bush includes a total of 8 instances of negative language. He does not employ 
any other method of adverse language. Overall, Bush’s speech was fairly positive while 
making clear comparisons between himself and his opponent.  
 
Election of 1992: Bill Clinton 
 In New York City, then Governor of Arkansas Bill Clinton accepted the Democratic 
nomination for president on July 16th 1992. Clinton delivered his address through clear 
organization and simple language in an attempt to connect with the average American. From 
the beginning of the address, he stated his purpose in speaking that evening: “Tonight, as 
plainly as I can, I want to tell you who I am, what I believe, and where I want to lead 
America.” Through several personal anecdotes, broad reflections on life, and specific policy 
goals, Clinton delivered a speech that would ultimately contribute to his victory in 
November. The theme of Clinton’s speech concerned the “New Covenant” – Clinton’s 
vision for what America should be. Most of the speech was positive, however, he did launch 
several attacks on President George H.W. Bush.  
 In total, Clinton utilized negative language 22 times throughout his speech. He does 
include any instances of incivility or divisive rhetoric. He attacked Bush on the economy 
throughout the address: 
Our country is falling behind. The President is caught in the grip of a failed 
economic theory. We have gone from first to 13th in the world in wages since 
Ronald Reagan and Bush have been in office.  
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Despite his speech being more socially progressive than any before him, based on the 
conceptual definition, he does not include any forms of polarizing language. The critiques 
that Clinton said, while several, did not define the address. Clinton concentrated his attacks 
on Bush into primarily one section of the address. By the last half of the speech, Clinton 
mentions Bush only once and elaborates on his ideals for the country. He ends the speech 
on the idea of inclusion and the community that is America: 
Let it be our cause to see that child grow up strong and secure, braced by her 
challenges but never struggling alone, with family and friends and a faith that in 
America, no one is left out; no one is left behind.  
 
Overall, Clinton provides a mainly positive speech with several negative attacks on the sitting 
president.  
 
Election of 1992: George H.W. Bush 
On August 20th 1992 in Houston, Texas, George H.W. Bush accepted the 
Republican nomination for president a second time. His address focused on the successes of 
his administration during the last four years. He puts extra emphasis on his accomplishments 
in foreign affairs: “This convention is the first at which an American President can say the 
cold war is over, and freedom finished first.” Bush speaks a great deal on how he must 
continue his work to build a “stronger, safer, and more secure America.”  
Additionally, Bush leverages several attacks on his opponent, Bill Clinton. In total, 
Bush includes 31 pieces of negative language. He does not utilize uncivil, polarizing, or 
divisive rhetoric in his speech. While he does contain elements of positivity, the majority of 
Bush’s address emphasizes the differences between himself and Clinton: 
	 39 
What about the leader of the Arkansas National Guard, the man who hopes 
to be Commander in Chief? Well, I bit the bullet, and he bit his nails. Listen to this 
now. Two days after Congress followed my lead, my opponent said this, and I quote 
directly: "I guess I would have voted with the majority if it was a close vote. But I 
agree with the arguments the minority made." Now, sounds to me like his policy can 
be summed up by a road sign he's probably seen on his bus tour, "Slippery When 
Wet."  
 
Bush also heavily criticizes the Democratic Party and their control of congress. In order to 
defend his achievements, he states that democrats in congress are to blame for any lack of 
progress: 
Now, I know Americans are tired of the blame game, tired of people in Washington 
acting like they're candidates for the next episode of "American Gladiators." I don't 
like it, either. Neither should you. But the truth is the truth. Our policies have not 
failed. They haven't even been tried.  
 
Overall, Bush delivered a speech that primarily attacked Clinton and emphasized the 
difference between the two candidates. These attacks defined a majority of the speech.  
 
Election of 1996: Bill Clinton 
 President of United States Bill Clinton accepted his party’s nomination to run for a 
second term on August 29th 1996 in Chicago, Illinois. Clinton used the address to share the 
many feats he had achieved as president. From the beginning, Clinton stated that he did not 
want to attack his opponents in anyway:  
I believe that Bob Dole and Jack Kemp and Ross Perot love our country, and they 
have worked hard to serve it. It is legitimate, even necessary, to compare our record 
with theirs, our proposals for the future with theirs. And I expect them to make a 
vigorous eort to do the same. But I will not attack. I will not attack them personally 
or permit others to do it in this party if I can prevent it.  
 
Although Clinton acknowledges making comparisons between him and his opponent is 
necessary, he refrains from doing so in this address. He does not criticize Republicans or 
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Dole in the speech once; Clinton focuses exclusively on his accomplishments and vision for 
America. With zero instances of adverse language, Clinton delivered a positive and uplifting 
speech.  
 
Election of 1996: Bob Dole 
 On August 15th 1996, Bob Dole accepted the presidential nomination at the 
Republican National Convention in San Diego, California. Throughout the speech, Dole 
advocates for America to return to a prior greatness and focus on tradition:  
And to those who say it was never so, that America's not been better, I say you're 
wrong. And I know because I was there. And I have seen it. And I remember.  
 
And I'm here to say I am here to say to America, do not abandon the great traditions 
that stretch to the dawn of our history. Do not topple the pillars of those beliefs -- 
God, family, honor, duty, country -- that have brought us through time, and time, 
and time, and time again.  
 
He argues that the state is far too lives and that the nation has experienced a wave of major 
moral degradation.  
 Unlike Clinton, Dole utilized negative language a total of 15 times. He attacks 
Clinton and his administration’s record several times throughout the address in order to 
depict the differences between the two candidates: 
Why? Because some genius in the Clinton administration took the money to fund yet 
another theory, yet another program and yet another bureaucracy. Are they taking 
care of you, or are they taking care of themselves?  
 
The Clinton administration -- the Clinton administration just doesn't get it. And 
that's why they have got to go.  
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Overall, a significant portion of Dole’s speech includes leveraging criticisms toward 
President Clinton. Despite these criticisms, Dole does offer uplifting and positive messages 
about the America and where he wishes to lead it.  
 
Election of 2000: Al Gore 
 Vice President of the United States Al Gore delivered his address to accept the 
Democratic nomination for president on August 17th 2000 in Los Angeles, California. The 
speech mainly focuses on the accomplishments of the Clinton administration, Gore’s plan 
for America, and who he is as a person. He gives anecdotes about his family and people he 
has met across the country that have inspired him.  
 In total, Gore uses zero instances of adverse language in his address. He does not 
even mention the Republican Party or George W. Bush in the speech. Overall, Gore focuses 
exclusively on his merits, belief system, and why he should become president of the United 
States. 
 
Election of 2000: George W. Bush 
 George W. Bush, son of president George H.W. Bush, addressed the nation on 
August 3rd 2000 to accept the Republican nomination for president in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. His speech primarily addresses his record as Governor of Texas, the faults of 
Clinton era, and his idea of “compassionate conservatism:”  
Big government is not the answer, but the alternative to bureaucracy is not 
indifference. It is to put conservative values and conservative ideas into the thick of 
the fight for justice and opportunity. This is what I mean by compassionate 
conservatism. And on this ground, we will lead our nation.  
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 In his address, Bush criticizes the Clinton administration leadership over the past eight years 
and argues that Al Gore, his opponent, will not provide the necessary change the country 
needs.  
 In total, Bush leveraged 16 instances of negative campaigning in his speech. At one 
point in the speech, Bush characterizes Clinton as timid and uninspired:  
A time of prosperity is a test of vision, and our nation today needs vision. That's a 
fact. That's a fact. Or as my opponent might call it, a risky truth scheme. Every one 
of the proposals I've talked about tonight he's called a risky scheme over and over 
again. It is the sum of his message, the politics of the roadblock, the philosophy of 
the stop sign.  
 
Although more than his opponent, Bush still delivered a speech that primarily focused on his 
merits and goals for the nation. He did not engage with other forms of adverse language 
such as divisive, polarizing, and uncivil rhetoric.  
 
Election of 2004: John Kerry 
 On July 29th 2004, Senator John Kerry delivered his address to accept the 
Democratic nomination for president in Boston, Massachusetts. Kerry delivered an overall 
positive address that emphasized America’s need for progress. He repeated the phrase 
“America can do better” several times throughout the address. In addition, Kerry challenges 
those who blindly accuse him of being unpatriotic: 
And tonight, we have an important message for those who question the patriotism 
of Americans who offer a better direction for our country. Before wrapping 
themselves in the flag and shutting their eyes and ears to the truth, they should 
remember what America is really all about… America can do better, that is not a 
challenge to patriotism; it is the heart and soul of patriotism.  
 
 Although Kerry did include various statements including actions he would not do 
and used the ambiguous “they,” he did not specifically attack his opponents or mention 
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them by name. His address did not include any instances of adverse language. Kerry did 
make a statement directly to his opponent: 
I want to address these next words directly to President George W. Bush: In the 
weeks ahead, let's be optimists, not just opponents. Let's build unity in the American 
family, not angry division. Let's honor this nation's diversity; let's respect one 
another; and let's never misuse for political purposes the most precious document in 
American history, the Constitution of the United States.  
 
In the only instance that Kerry directly addresses President Bush, he asks for a civil and 
respectful election. In this moment, Kerry advocates for both candidates to avoid engaging 
in the adverse language discussed in this paper.  
 
Election of 2004: George W. Bush 
 For the second time President George W. Bush accepted the Republican nomination 
for president. On September 2nd 2004, Bush addressed the nation in New York City, just a 
few miles away from ground zero of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Returning to the concept of 
“compassionate conservatism,” Bush speaks on his accomplishments and his philosophy as 
President for a majority of the speech. He states: “I'm running with a compassionate 
conservative philosophy, that government should help people improve their lives, not try to 
run their lives.” He addresses his successes in education reform and about spreading 
freedom throughout the world. He promotes the idea of building democratic nations: 
This young century will be liberty's century. By promoting liberty abroad, we will 
build a safer world.  
 
The story of America is the story of expanding liberty, an ever- widening circle, 
constantly growing to reach further and include more. Our Nation's founding 
commitment is still our deepest commitment: In our world and here at home, we will 
extend the frontiers of freedom.  
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 Bush leverages some attacks on his opponent during the speech. In all, he utilized 
negative campaign language 8 times. An example of this includes when he explains why 
Kerry is not a conservative: 
My opponent recently announced that he is the conservative…If you say the heart 
and soul of America is found in Hollywood, I'm afraid you are not the candidate of 
conservative values…If you gave a speech, as my opponent did, calling the Reagan 
Presidency 8 years of "moral darkness," then you may be a lot of things, but the 
candidate of conservative values is not one of them. 
 
While Bush did directly address his opponent’s faults, the majority of the speech concerned 
his own vision for America.  
 
Election of 2008: Barack Obama 
 On August 28th 2008, Senator Barack Obama accepted the presidential nomination at 
the Democratic National Convention in Denver, Colorado. As the first black American to 
win the nomination of a major party, he delivered the address under historic circumstances. 
The speech, titled “The American Promise,” includes significant language on bringing the 
nation together to make change: 
Instead, it is that American spirit – that American promise – that pushes us forward 
even when the path is uncertain; that binds us together in spite of our differences; 
that makes us x our eye not on what is seen, but what is unseen, that better place 
around the bend.  
 
Obama also calls for civility and respect in the election. He states that we can have different 
opinions on policy without questioning the intentions of those who disagree with us: 
 But what I will not do is suggest that the Senator takes his positions for political 
purposes. Because one of the things that we have to change in our politics is the idea 
that people cannot disagree without challenging each other's character and 
patriotism.  
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In this statement, Obama argues against divisive rhetoric and its existence in the political 
discourse of the time. He asks  
 Although Obama calls for unity several times in the speech, he does make some 
criticisms of Bush throughout the address. Obama utilized negative language a total of 17 
times in the speech. He did not employ uncivil, polarizing, or divisive language.  Without 
questioning his patriotism, Obama criticizes his opponent for being misguided and out of 
touch: 
Now, I don't believe that Senator McCain doesn't care what's going on in the lives of 
Americans. I just think he doesn't know… It's not because John McCain doesn't 
care. It's because John McCain doesn't get it.  
For over two decades, he's subscribed to that old, discredited Republican philosophy 
– give more and more to those with the most and hope that prosperity trickles down 
to everyone else. In Washington, they call this the Ownership Society, but what it 
really means is – you're on your own.  
 
Despite these criticisms on McCain, Obama retains a hopeful and positive message that 
focuses on himself throughout the address.  
 
Election of 2008: John McCain 
 Senator John McCain addressed the nation to accept the Republican nomination for 
president in Saint Paul, Minnesota on September 4th 2008. Like his opponent, McCain 
advocated for respectful political discourse during the election. McCain even expressed 
admiration for his opponent at one point in the speech:  
“…But you have my respect and my admiration. Despite our differences, much 
more unites us than divides us. We are fellow Americans, and that's an association 
that means more to me than any other.  
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McCain’s address can be defined by his life story as a war veteran and distinguished public 
servant. He speaks at length on the adversity he has experienced, the people who have 
helped him, and his record in the Senate.  
 Overall, McCain employed negative language twice in the address. Although McCain 
mentioned his opponent more than two times throughout the address, he simply 
acknowledged differences between their positions on certain policies:  
I will keep taxes low and cut them where I can. My opponent will raise them…I will 
cut government spending. He will increase it. 
 
These statements do not qualify as negative language based on its conceptual definition. 
Where McCain did utilize this kind of rhetoric, he did so in not obvious ways:  
My friends... I have that record and the scars to prove it. Senator Obama does not.  
 
Senator Obama thinks we can achieve energy independence without more drilling 
and without more nuclear power. But Americans know better than that.  
 
In the first statement, McCain alludes to the fact Obama had never served in the military like 
he did. This is a holistic critique on Obama as a candidate that goes beyond policy. The 
second statement states the American people are more knowledgeable on energy 
independence than his opponent. Here, McCain accuses Obama for not understanding a 
simple issue and for being out of touch. Overall, McCain does not use adverse language 
frequently in the address and remained positive in tone.  
 
Election of 2012: Barack Obama 
 President Barack Obama accepted the Democratic nomination for president on 
September 6th 2012 in Charlotte, North Carolina. In his acceptance address, Obama reflects 
on the successes of his past four years in office and how he has grown as a leader. He 
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highlights specific policy feats like carbon emission reduction, health insurance for all, and 
job creation. Similarly to his speech four years prior, Obama states that all these 
accomplishments are not because of him alone, but because of the American people: 
So you see, the election 4 years ago wasn't about me. It was about you. My fellow 
citizens, you were the change. You're the reason there's a little girl with a heart 
disorder in Phoenix who will get the surgery she needs because an insurance 
company can't limit her coverage. You did that. 
 
But as I stand here tonight, I have never been more hopeful about America. Not 
because I think I have all the answers. Not because I'm naive about the magnitude of 
our challenges. I'm hopeful because of you.  
 
Holistically, Obama’s address was primarily positive. He utilized negative language a total of 
6 times in the address. He offered a few bleak characterizations on Romney and the 
Republican Party: 
Now, our friends down in Tampa at the Republican Convention were more than 
happy to talk about everything they think is wrong with America. But they didn't 
have much to say about how they'd make it right. They want your vote, but they 
don't want you to know their plan. And that's because all they have to offer is the 
same prescriptions they've had for the last 30 years: Have a surplus? Try a tax cut. 
Deficit too high? Try another. Feel a cold coming on? Take two tax cuts, roll back 
some regulations, and call us in the morning.  
  
Despite some harsh critiques, Obama speech ended with anecdotes of great Americans and 
how, with their help, he could continue to bring progress to America. 
 
Election of 2012: Mitt Romney 
 On August 30th 2012, Mitt Romney accepted the Republican nomination for 
president in Tampa, Florida. In his address, he speaks to the nation about his vision for a 
“prosperous American future.” Throughout the speech, Romney alludes to his success as a 
businessman and as the governor of Massachusetts. He also shares his life story that brought 
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him to this point as the Republican nominee for President of the United States. His vision or 
America primarily concerned economic prosperity: 
I am running for president to help create a better future. A future where everyone 
who wants a job can find one. Where no senior fears for the security of their 
retirement. An America where every parent knows that their child will get an 
education that leads them to a good job and a bright horizon.  
 
 In addition for laying out his plan to improve the economy, Romney leverages 
several attacks on his opponent, Barack Obama. Romney primarily attacks Obama on his 
record and asks the question – are Americans better off than they were four years ago? 
Romney accuses the president of not doing enough to improve the lives of Americans: 
This president can ask us to be patient. This president can tell us it was someone 
else's fault. This president can tell us that the next four years he'll get it right. But this 
president cannot tell us that YOU are better o today than when he took office.  
 
In total, Romney utilized negative campaigning language 22 times in his speech. Although he 
spoke about himself for a majority of his remarks, he did spend significant time criticizing 
Obama and his administration’s competence during their time in office.   
 
Election of 2016: Hillary Clinton 
 Hillary Clinton addressed the nation on July 28th 2016 to accept the Democratic 
nomination for president. As the first woman to be nominated by a major party, Clinton 
delivered her address under historic circumstances. She acknowledged this during her 
address:  
Tonight we've reached a milestone in our nation's march toward a more perfect 
union. The first time that a major party has nominated a woman for president! … 
After all, when there are no ceilings, the sky's the limit!  
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Clinton’s remarks referenced her record as a long time public servant, her belief that 
Americans are better off when we work together, and the danger that Donald Trump poses 
for the nation. She states the importance of finding common ground and standing up against 
divisive language: 
I refuse to believe we can't and common ground here. We have to heal the divides in 
our country, not just on guns, but on race, immigration and more. And we will stand 
up against mean and divisive rhetoric wherever it comes from.  
 
Clinton directly addresses the danger of divisive rhetoric and the need to stand up against it.  
In all, Clinton utilized negative language 19 times in her speech. She does not employ 
any examples of polarizing, uncivil, or divisive language in remarks. Clinton accuses Trump 
of dividing Americans and criticizes his claims that he alone can fix the country: 
Well, we heard Donald Trump's answer last week at his convention. He wants to 
divide us from the rest of the world and from each other. He's betting that the perils 
of today's world will blind us to its unlimited promise.  
Really? I alone can fix it? Isn't he forgetting troops on the front lines, police officers 
and firefighters who run toward danger, doctors and nurses who care for us, teachers 
who change lives…? He's forgetting every last one of us.  
Additionally, Clinton attacks Trump not only for the things he says, but also for his lack of 
logical policy solutions: 
He spoke for 70-odd minutes—and I do mean odd—and he offered zero solutions. 
But we already know he doesn't believe these things. No wonder he doesn't like 
talking about his plans. You might have noticed I love talking about mine.  
While a good portion of Clinton’s speech included statements that are clearly classifiable as 
negative language, she, as most presidential candidates have before her, used her remarks to 
lie out why she is the best candidate that Americans should vote for in November.  
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Election of 2016: Donald Trump 
 On July 21st 2016, Donald Trump accepted the Republican nomination for president 
of the United States in Cleveland, Ohio. As a highly controversial candidate, Trump was well 
known throughout his campaign to utilize all forms of adverse language described in this 
paper. However, in his acceptance address, his language and style differs slightly from his 
typical remarks during the campaign. His speech focused on criticizing the previous Obama 
administration and Hillary Clinton, the problems the current state of America, and his plan 
for making “America great again.” Trump repeatedly makes the claim that he is the only one 
who can fix the nation’s problems and that he is the peoples voice: 
Nobody knows the system better than me, which is why I alone can x it. I have seen 
firsthand how the system is rigged against our citizens, just like it was rigged against 
Bernie Sanders – he never had a chance.  
 
My pledge reads: "I'M WITH YOU – THE AMERICAN PEOPLE." I am your 
voice.  
Another major theme in Trump’s address is his commitment to “law and order.” He states 
several times throughout the text how he will save the nation from the lawlessness it is 
currently enduring: 
The American People will come first once again. My plan will begin with safety at 
home – which means safe neighborhoods, secure borders, and protection from 
terrorism. There can be no prosperity without law and order.  
 
In this race for the White House, I am the law and order candidate.  
 
Overall, Trump uses negative language a total of 30 times in his speech. He also 
includes divisive language 3 times in his address. He accuses the Obama administration for 
inciting divisions in American society: 
The irresponsible rhetoric of our President, who has used the pulpit of the 
presidency to divide us by race and color, has made America a more dangerous 
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environment for everyone than frankly I have ever seen and anybody in this room 
has ever watched or seen.  
 
This is an example of negative language. He directly attacks the president and accuses him of 
being the source of severe problems in American society. Trump also utilizes divisive 
language. In his address, Trump states that Clinton’s time as secretary of state is defined by 
chaos: “This is the legacy of Hillary Clinton: death, destruction, terrorism, and weakness.” 
Associating an opposing candidate’s legacy with death is a grossly unfair characterization. By 
associating these kinds of words with Clinton, Trump is attempting to portray her as an evil 
human being. Overall, Trump uses a significant amount of adverse language in his address. 
He does, however, provide some positive language that focuses on his merits instead of 
exclusively bashing his opponents.  
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VI. Results 
 As revealed from my content analysis, each of the candidates’ presidential 
nomination acceptance speech from 1960 – 2016 proved to share many similar qualities. A 
majority of the speeches included eloquent and grand language, often referred to in common 
punditry analysis as “presidential.” Despite this speech often being a platform for non-
partisan and respectful language, there are several instances where adverse language was 
utilized.  
 The amount of adverse language used varied significantly during each election year. 
In Figure 1 and Figure 2, the amount of times candidates utilized negative campaigning, 
divisive language, polarizing language, and uncivil rhetoric is displayed. From my analysis, 
the primary form of adverse language that is utilized throughout presidential nomination 
acceptance speeches is negative campaigning. Out of the 30 speeches analyzed, there are a 
total of 326 statements that classify as negative language. Negative language occurs when 
candidates exclusively address their opponent and leverage critiques against them. Negative 
language occurred the most in 1984 with 49 instances across the speeches of Ronald Reagan 
and Walter Mondale. In the 1968 election, only one instance of negative language was used 
by both candidates; Richard Nixon criticized Humphrey in his speech once while Humphrey 
did engage with adverse language at all in his address.  
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The data shows that when candidates did engage with adverse language, their 
opponent also appeared more likely to utilize the language. In the years where candidates 
delivered addresses that included significant levels of negative campaigning, both of the 
candidates were significant contributors to the total. For example, the most negative 
language used in one election year in the presidential nomination acceptance speeches was in 
1984. Both candidates, Reagan and Mondale attacked each other frequently in their remarks, 
31 and 17 times respectively. The opposite appears to be true as well. Election years where 
Figure 1 
Figure 2 
	 54 
one candidate utilized minimal levels of adverse language in their acceptance speech, the 
other candidate followed suit. In 2008, both Barack Obama and John McCain utilized 
adverse language 6 and 2 times, respectively.  From this observation, it can be observed that 
the use of negative language depends on the specific context of the election at hand. 
Although there are some exceptions to this, the content of most speeches follow this trend; 
while some elections induce negativity and attacks, others tend result in mutual respect and 
admiration.  
Throughout all of the speeches, there were zero instances of polarizing language and 
uncivil language. There are several reasons why this is the case. The lack of polarizing 
language seen in these speeches is expected. As the remarks are given at the very beginning 
of the general elections, candidates will often moderate themselves to appeal to a greater 
share of Americans. As ideologically moderate language was used in a majority of the 
speeches, this notion rings true for presidential nomination acceptance speeches. In addition, 
candidates who end up receiving the nomination from their respective party tend to not have 
radical ideas that most of the country would disagree with. As defined earlier in this paper, 
statements are classified as polarizing when they include policy preferences that are far on 
either end of the ideological spectrum and foreign to most American voters. As the two 
major parties in this country desire to win elections, it is unlikely and strategically unsound to 
nominate a candidate that holds views most Americans would find extreme. The speeches 
also lacked any moments of uncivil rhetoric. Due to the pomp and circumstance of the 
address, Candidates tend to be on their best, most respectful behavior while giving these 
remarks on national television. These speeches are not the best at measuring levels of 
incivility that exist during specific campaigns due to this being one of the moments where 
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candidates act the most civil. The nature of the speech forces candidates to invoke a certain 
level of grace and respect for their opponents.  
The amount of adverse language used in the presidential nomination acceptance 
speech by candidates from 1960 to 2016 is demonstrated in Figure 3. Although there is no 
clear pattern, the use of negative language does appear to be on the rise, particularly from 
2004 and onward. Before that date, each election year resulted in dramatically different 
results. Although there were 49 examples of negative language in 1984, there were only 12 in 
1988. From the data, there is slight increase over time in negative language. Although this 
data only describes the presidential nomination acceptance speeches, it can be representative 
of the political discourse of the time.  
 
  
Figure 3 
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Candidates employed divisive rhetoric very few times in their acceptance speeches. 
Due to grandeur of the speech at hand, the presidential nomination acceptance addresses 
certainly are not the place one would look to find an abundance of divisive language. 
However, when divisive language does appear in a speech such as this one, it’s significance is 
monumental. In total, divisive language appeared in candidate’s speeches from 1960 to 2016 
5 times. One was in JFK’s speech in 1960, Barry Goldwater used another in the 1968 
election, and three were included in Donald Trump’s address in 2016. Due to the small 
quantity, no trends in divisive rhetoric can be observed from the data. It is important to note 
that the most instance of this kind of language, by far, occurred in the most recent election 
of 2016.  Although one candidate using divisive language is not enough to make the claim it 
is on the rise across the board, it is important to recognize its newfound place in the 
discourse.  
 Based on my analysis and data, I cannot answer my research question of whether 
divisive rhetoric in presidential communications has increased over time. Although the 
presidential nomination speeches allow for some characterization of the national discourse 
during specific time periods, the addresses cannot be used exclusively to define the kind of 
language used in an era. Also, the very minimal use of divisive rhetoric in these speeches 
does not provide enough data to come to a generalization on where the language is headed. 
The subtle increase in negative language does provide evidence that adverse language in 
general is on the rise among presidential addresses. If negative language is being used more 
often than before, it isn’t a stretch for divisive rhetoric to follow the same path. This paper 
cannot say for certain, however, it has shed light onto a new concept that exists in our 
political discourse.  
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VII. Implications and Conclusion 
 Divisive rhetoric, despite its critical place in our society, has not had its proper place 
in political science literature. This paper fills that gap. By looking to other kinds of language 
that are similar to divisive rhetoric and forming hypothetical scenarios, I was able to 
formulate a definition for the concept. Divisive rhetoric is language that is used with the 
intention to divide those listening. This kind of language is present when candidates radically 
question the intentions, patriotism, and morality of their opponents. Statements made by 
candidates can be classified as divisive when they suggest grossly inaccurate and extreme 
characterizations of their opponents and naysayers. As shown from the content analysis, 
divisive rhetoric is not common in presidential language. Regardless, divisive rhetoric is 
particularly concerning that it deserves proper attention and research even when if its 
existence is minimal.  
 Although the analysis of presidential nomination acceptance speeches cannot shed 
light onto whether divisive language is growing in American political discourse, it proved 
beneficial to the research in a number of ways. The content analysis showed a slight increase 
in the use of negative language over time from 1960 – 2016 in presidential nomination 
acceptance speeches. Although the data greatly fluctuated from year to year, negative 
language overall has found a greater place in the discourse today than in 1960. The analysis 
also showed reluctance by presidential candidates to engage in polarizing, uncivil, and 
divisive rhetoric. With zero instances, candidates in their acceptance speeches refrained from 
using uncivil and polarizing language completely. Divisive rhetoric, on the other hand, was 
seen a few times across all the addresses. The acceptance address itself has proven to be one 
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of primarily heightened and positive language. Although revealing in some ways, these 
speeches may not completely reflect the discourse of each era.   
 There are countless areas where this research could expand and explore new arenas. 
Important research that could follow this study may include empirically investigating the 
impact this kind of language has the likelihood for a candidate to win. Is divisive language 
effective for winning elections? Also, future research on this subject could include analyzing 
different forms of communications from presidents such as campaign rally language. At 
events that are less formal than each party’s national convention, candidates may not practice 
the same degree of self-censorship and engage in more adverse language. It could also be 
beneficial to observe not only how presidential rhetoric has changed, but also congressional 
campaign rhetoric. Senators and members of the house may in engage in adverse language 
more often than presidential candidates due to their smaller constituencies. 
 Language and communication are major components of how candidates run 
campaigns and win elections. Candidates are not simply lists of policy proposals; they are 
messengers for greater ideas. As messengers and communicators, candidates have several 
options when deciding how they wish to speak to the American people. They can focus 
most of their energy on their own merits and vision for the nation. They could also go a 
different route. They can employ negative language and use most of their energy attacking 
their opponent. They can speak uncivilly and disrespect those who disagree with them. 
Candidates can discuss issues that exist far on the outskirts of the American ideological 
spectrum. They can also invoke language that tries to divide the voters in the United States. 
This strategy of communications is real and very much present in American political 
discourse. With this paper, a crucial concept has been brought to light that was previously 
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undervalued, misunderstood, and convoluted. One thing is clear, divisive rhetoric is not 
going anywhere in today’s chaotic political environment. More attention must be given to 
this form of adverse language.  
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